This study introduces the concept of moral imagination in a work context to provide an ethical approach to the controversial relationships between dirty work and dirty workers. Moral imagination is assessed as an essential faculty to overcome the stigma associated with dirty work and facilitate the daily work lives of workers. The exercise of moral imagination helps dirty workers to face the moral conflicts inherent in their tasks and to build a personal stance toward their occupation. Finally, we argue that organizations with dirty work groups should actively adopt measures to encourage their employees' exercise of moral imagination. This study investigates how organizations might create conditions that inspire moral imagination, particularly with regard to the importance of organizational culture as a means to enhance workers' moral sensitivity. Furthermore, this investigation analyzes different company practices that may derive from a culture committed to moral imagination.
Introduction I think some [parents] are disappointed when you say you're going into psychiatric nursing. (cited in Wells et al., 2000, p. 84) Negative and stigmatizing assessments regarding mental health nursing discredit the valuable contributions of mental health nurses; but more importantly, these beliefs discount the needs of people who require access to mental health care. Oermann and Sperling (1999) observe that, unfortunately, recruitment of psychiatric practitioners is not keeping pace with the growing need among the mentally ill, perhaps because of its negative societal rejection. In general, society censures certain occupations or the methods employed in their exercise; moral controversy generated by such jobs triggers a stigma for their practitioners. These controversial occupations, including mental health jobs, provoke questions about their legitimacy and aggressive reactions from some members of society. For various reasons, seemingly very different professions, such as gravediggers or exotic dancers, require their practitioners to defend their career choices.
Hughes (1951) refers to these very diverse and stigmatized occupations as ''dirty work,'' a term he defines as occupations likely to be perceived as disgusting or degrading by wider society. The definition includes all tasks that seem physically, psychologically, or morally tainted, because society views the specific characteristics of those jobs, as well as the controversies that often surround them, as reasons to devalue such occupations. The resulting social rejection may affect the self-perception of people who work in these jobs.
Social science research on stigmatization has grown significantly in the past three decades, particularly in social psychology realms. The roles that people play at work and the groups and organizations with which they affiliate offer potentially powerful sources of stigmatization, according to social psychologists, sociologists, and organizational theorists (Goffman, 1963; Link and Phelan, 2001; Paetzold et al., 2008) . Much research relies on ethnographic and organizational identity findings that indicate that dirty workers are acutely aware of the stigma associated with their occupations (Bolton, 2005; Tracy, 2004) . In turn, they have studied the ambivalent stance toward their work that many dirty workers adopt, and propose diverse solutions to transform its meaning and mitigate the impact of the pervasive stigmas on their identity (Ashforth and Kreiner, 1999) . In general, these workers seek to build a personal response and stance toward their Journal of Business Ethics (2010) 96:135-147 Ó Springer 2010 DOI 10.1007/s10551-010-0454-9 jobs that will enable them to protect their identitynot an easy task in some cases.
Scholars also note the harmful effects of stigmatization on organizations and their members, as well as on society in general. Stigmatized work groups suffer discrimination and social refusal, which harms workers' identity, self-perception, and subsequent work performance. As prior studies show, the effects also emerge as organizational dysfunctions, such as high employee turnover and poor performance. In addition, these conflicts might affect general social welfare, because many dirty jobs are essential, such as psychiatric nurses and hospital cleaning staff (Dutton et al., 1996) . Paradoxically, society seems to stigmatize occupations that it needs urgently and even sometimes recognizes as heroic [e.g., social services counseling, acquired immune-deficiency syndrome (AIDS) advocates]. ''Dirty'' work groups may even be marginalized by ''clean'' work groups in the same company, which generates internal conflicts that will clearly harm performance.
In this investigation, we defend the exercise of moral imagination as crucial for a dual task by which dirty workers construct a personal stance toward their jobs and also confront the moral dilemmas inherent in their daily work. Thus, we propose moral imagination as a means to understand the moral conflicts that emerge for stigmatized occupations, as well as consider how it might help workers face these conflicts.
Specifically, this article attempts to answer the following questions: Why do dirty workers need enhanced moral imagination? Can moral imagination help dirty workers face morally ambiguous situations? What role might moral imagination play in overcoming the stigma associated with dirty occupations? Finally, should organizations with stigmatized work groups actively work to encourage their employees' moral imagination? By answering these questions, this research contributes to several streams of business ethics and organizational literature.
In particular, the concept of moral imagination traditionally appears in the field of business ethics to describe ethical decision-making processes (Hartman et al., 2006; Moberg and Seabright, 2000; Seabright and Schminke, 2002; Werhane, 1999) . We instead use this concept for a more specific, unique purpose. Moral imagination in prior research is applied in a business context and relates to other organizational issues, such as organizational culture (Caldwell and Moberg, 2006) ; however, no prior study assesses its role to facilitate dirty workers' daily work and overcome the stigma they face. We show that moral imagination can play this crucial role by facilitating coherent decision-making processes, as well as suggesting creative solutions to situations that are morally ambiguous according to our values. Because moral imagination supports moral decision-making, it also might help socially dirty workers to face the constant moral conflicts that emerge during their daily work. Thus, we conclude that companies with dirty work groups should adopt measures to promote their employees' exercise of moral imagination.
The peculiar nature and stigma of dirty work, as well as the need to reconsider some aspects of managing these occupations, also represent frequent subjects in ethnographic and organizational identity literature (Ashforth and Kreiner, 1999; Ashforth et al., 2007; Dick, 2005) . These studies analyze dirty work as a social construction and offer ideological techniques and social practices that might enable workers to achieve social affirmation. Without neglecting the important contributions of these studies, we move our analysis toward an ethical perspective. That is, by applying moral imagination to stigmatized occupations, we introduce an ethical dimension to a problem that traditionally has been treated as a psychological or social issue, especially in organizational identity literature. We attempt to show that stigmas attached to dirty work may be engendered by others' ethical views, so overcoming them will require an ethical attitude, as provided by moral imagination. The development of dirty workers' moral imagination may be a prerequisite for implementing techniques proposed by organizational identity scholars; it also adds a personal dimension to their application.
The remainder of this article is organized as follows. First, we introduce three relevant roles played by moral imagination in moral decision-making in the workplace. We consistently refer to these moral imagination facets throughout this article to analyze dirty occupations. Second, we explain the conflicts and controversies that such occupations generate, as well as our focus on socially dirty work, rather than physically or morally dirty work. Third, we explain the role that moral imagination can play in dirty workers' moral dilemmas. Fourth, we explain how 136
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